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Germany is a federal republic. And there are significant differences in special education and 

inclusive education policy.  In the Federal State of Saxony-Anhalt for example a high 8.6 % of all 

students attend special schools (0.45 % inclusive education). Schleswig-Holstein has a lower 

percentage of special education students (3.54 % special education; 1.68 % inclusive education). 

This report describes the situation in North-Rhine Westphalia, a federal state with about 18 million 

inhabitants. It consists of the Ruhr region (in the past known for its coal mines and steel industry), 

the Rhineland and Westphalia, with towns like Dortmund, Essen, and Cologne. The capital is 

Düsseldorf.  
 

Special education students and inclusive education students in the Federal 
States of Germany  (Hinz, A.: Gemeinsamer Unterricht [Inclusive Education at School]. 
In: Eberwein, H., Mand, J.:  Integration konkret. Stuttgart 2009, 203 [Good practice in inclusive 
education]) 
 all students  

classes 1-10    

special school   Inclusive 

education 

special educational 

needs 

Bavaria 1361643 60169 = 4,42 %  8576 = 0,63 % 68745 = 5,05 % 

Berlin 291226 13008 = 4,47 %  6597 = 2,27 % 19605 = 6,73 % 

Brandenburg 193121 11546 = 5,98 % 4531 = 2,35 %  16077 = 8,32 % 

Bremen 62597 2641 = 4,22 % 2152 = 3,44 %  4793 = 7,67 % 

Hamburg 152868 7361 = 4,82 % 1310 = 0,86 % 8671 = 5,67 % 

Hesse 624514 26701 = 4,28 % 3227 = 0,52 % 29928 = 4,79 % 

Rhineland-

Palatinate 438030 16819 = 3,84 % 2521 = 0,56 % 19340 = 4,42 % 

Saxony 290803 20094 = 6,91 % 2588 = 0,89 % 22682 = 7,8 % 

Saxony-Anhalt 174628 14773 = 8,46 % 862 = 0,49 % 15635 = 9,53 % 

Thuringia  164431 13161 = 8,00 % 2021 = 1,23 % 15182 = 9,23 % 

Germany 8416136 408085 = 4,85 % 76261 = 0,91 % 484346 = 5,75 % 

 

 

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities will soon generate changes in 

German special education / inclusive education policy. Giving new names for special schools (from 

“special school“ [Sonderschule] to  “Support school” [Förderschule] to “competence centre”) and 

starting special school careers not in special schools in some regions are seen to be the first steps. 

But nobody knows which changes will come about and when this will happen.  

 

a. What are the governing bodies (school director, school board, municipality) for regular 

schools? 

 



In North-Rhine Westphalia the governing bodies are: School director, school inspectorate, district 

government, state government of North-Rhine Westphalia. The municipality has to build schools, 

has to pay for the buildings, and has to pay for bus and taxi costs of SEN students who need this 

service. The school director is responsible for operating the school on a daily basis. 

 

b. Who provides special needs funding and how is it allocated to schools? 

 

Special needs funding is provided by the Government of  North-Rhine Westphalia. Parents or 

primary/secondary schools can apply for special education or inclusive education for children with 

disabilities. A teacher from the regular school  and the special are appointed to collect and analyse 

diagnostic data. The local school inspector (in most regions there is only one school inspector 

resonsible for all inclusive education /special education per municipality) makes his decision after 

interviewing  the parents. Without these formal application procedures there will be no provision of 

special education and no inclusive education.  And there are no fixed quotas.  

 

If there are students with special educational needs, the government pays special education teachers 

About 2 additional teacher hours  per week per SEN student are provided in inclusive education. 

Schools  can apply for more teacher hours for students with severe impairments. But decisions 

about additional hours are affected by tight budgets.  Special education teachers who work in 

inclusive education often teach in two or more schools for a number of hours per week. 

 

SEN expert reports and recommendations in Germany are often sub-standard. And there are only a 

few rules for diagnostic procedures at school. In real life the school director of the local primary 

school and the director of the special school have a decisive influence in the provision of SEN 

funding to the schools. It is nearly impossible to provide inclusive education without support of the 

local school director of the primary school. And if the special schools don´t want their teachers to 

teach in the local schools in an inclusive education setting, it is nearly impossible to provide 

inclusive education in the primary school.  

 

c. Is the local school responsible for students with special needs:  is this prescribed in law or in 

community regulations? 

 

If the local school and the school inspector prefer inclusive education, the local schools are 

responsible for students with special needs. Inclusive education students are students of the local 

school, although special education teachers from the local special school teach in the local school. 



In regions with small special schools high inclusive education rates can cause the closure of special 

schools.  

 

These responsibilities are prescribed in regulations of the federal state (“Ausbildungsordnung 

Sonderpädagogische Förderung”, Regulations pertaining to the provision of special needs 

education).  

 

d. Which role and rights do parents have concerning the choice of school for their child? Do 

parents have access to a court to appeal decisions taken by the educational authorities? 

 

The school inspector has the right to decide  about defining special educational needs, referral to 

special school or referral to inclusive education. In fact most of the school inspectors  

don´t like court cases. This means: If parents know their rights, and if they are seen to be able to 

take legal action against the decision of the school inspector, most of the school inspectors will 

decide in favour of inclusive education.  

 

Defining special education students and inclusive education students in Germany (NRW) 

parents or school application to initiate the SEN procedure  

school inspector begins the procedure, orders reports 

primary school teacher 

special school teacher 

school medical service 

collect and  analyse diagnostic data, write report, talk with parents 

school inspector interviews with parents, decides (special educational needs, 

referral to special school, referral to inclusive education) 

parents accept the decision or enter an appeal; if this is turned down legal 

action  against the decision is possible 

 

The published data of the government show that poverty and high percentages of migrants lead 

under these conditions to high rates of special education for students with learning difficulties (IQ 

70-85). Economic success leads to high rates of inclusive education (Mand 2006, 110 f.).  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 r p towns 

Unemployment figures X SEN Students with 
learning difficulties (IQ 70-85) 

.508 .013 23 

Rent per squaremeter of very old house flats X  
special school students with learning difficulties 

-.454 .039 21 

Rent per squaremeter of old house flats X Anteil 
Förderschüler LB 

-.454 0.039 21 

Mand, J.: Integration für die Kinder der Mittelschicht und Sonderschulen für die Kinder der Migranten und 
Arbeitslosen? (Inclusive education for middle class students and special schools for the children of migrants and of 
the unemployed ). In: Zeitschrift für Heilpädagogik 57 (2006 c), 109-115 
 
 
 

In regions with high rents per square meter for new-built house flats, in regions with high 

percentages of migrants and in economic successful regions there are are high rates of SEN students 

with behaviour problems (p .017 / p. 0.034) or high rates of special school students with behaviour 

problems (p .0007). 

 

e How are responsibility issues dealt with in case of referral of a student with special needs to 

other (special) schools in or out of the catchment area? 

 

The school inspector makes a decision on the application of parents. The new school takes over all 

responsibility for the student.   

 

 

 

high unemployment 
figures 

low rents of very old 
house flats 

low rents of old house 
flats 

high Percentage 
SEN students with 
learning difficulties 

 
 
high percentage of special school students with learning 
difficulties 



Are teacher training and support regarded as prerequisites for making teachers feel 

responsible for SEN students? If this applies: what training and support are made available? 

 

Special needs education in Germany has been understood in the 20th  century as special school 

education. Only a few university departments are interested in teaching inclusive education. 

 

Primary school teachers very often have quite inadequate knowledge about special education / 

inclusive education. Special schools and special education departments in the universities are very 

often not interested in providing training and support for inclusive education. Special education and 

inclusive education on the one hand and education for primary schools on the other hand have 

traditionally been taught in different university departments.  

 

However, if primary or secondary schools do want inclusive education training, they can have 

school based teacher training - for about one or two days per year. And it is possible to attend  

teacher training in teacher training institutions of the government or in training institutions of the 

teachers’ union (GEW) or training institutions of teachers’ lobby groups.  

 



Appendix: vignette 1 

Name: Justin 

Age: 11;4  

School career:  1 elementary school 

  special school for behaviour and learning problems during first year 

  now grade 5 in a class for students with severe behaviour problems (with four  

  pupils) 

 

 

Home situation 

 

Justin lives at home with his mother, a five-year-old brother, a new-borne sister, two dogs and five 

snakes. He does not know his father. And there has been no adult male in Justin´s family for years. 

Justin’s family lives a very isolated life in a village near a small town in North-Rhine Westphalia. 

His mother is jobless. She does house-cleaning work, but she needs to conceal this from the 

employment centre.  Since referral Justin has attended his new school very regularly, hardly 

missing a day.  But his mother has refused to have any contact with the special school for the past 

three years. Perhaps Justin´s mother can´t  tolerate the thought that there are behavioural problems 

in her family. So  Justin and his mother agree: Justin has no special educational needs. His teachers 

can´t   interact with him in the right way. They think the special school is the wrong school for 

Justin.  

 

Support 

 

Justin attends school five days a week from 8.00 h to 13.00 h. There is no additional support for 

Justin in the afternoon. Justin’s teachers think that psychotherapy would be very important. His 

mother does not think so. The family is well known in the youth welfare office. Justin´s mother 

does not want any contact to the social workers. Because there is not enough money to give support 

for all problem families in town, the youth welfare office tries to manage the situation by looking 

the other way. 

 

School situation 

 

Role taking and moral judgement competence are the most important problems for Justin. He is not 

able to understand what is going on in the classroom. He very often has no idea about aims and 



feelings of students and teachers. Very often he thinks that there´s no justice in his school. And 

when this happens he attacks everybody who could possibly be responsible for this situation with 

all the might he has. If older students bully him, if he does not understand the rules of school, if he 

hears his insulting nick-name (“fish mouth“) he loses control completely. In this situation he is able 

to attack students who are much older than him (up to 10th graders). Some of them like to see Justin 

fighting. So there are a lot of conflicts every day. 

 

Learning process 

 

Justin´s literacy competences are not well developed. He is able to read short sentences. He writes 

like a second grader with problems in phonological awareness. In arithmetic there are only a few 

problems. Under other circumstances he would be seen as a dyslexic child. His writing tests data 

are bad (percent rank < 2%). His IQ is low (IQ 89, HAWIK). And therapy for dyslexic children is 

not paid for special school students. The best thing a teacher can do is to avoid conflicts in the 

classroom. In these situations Kevin is able to read or write for a few minutes. Sometimes he likes 

to do some arithmetic tasks. His reading competences and writing competences have improved in 

the last few years. But development is very slow. 

 

Social development 

 

There are only a few diagnostic data. Justin has no friends in school. In the afternoon he plays at 

home with his brother, watches TV or plays video games. The teachers use behaviour therapy 

techniques (reinforcement, token system) and talk with Justin about aims and affective states of 

students and teachers one hour per week.  After three years special education he shows slow 

development in role taking. Some days Justin is able to understand the affective states  of other 

students, if  there have been no conflicts at school.  

 

Reason for referral to a special school 

 

Justin´s first school was a Christian private school. Other families choose this school because of the 

conservative educational setting. Within a few weeks after school started the situation went badly 

wrong. Justin attacked other students and his teacher. The problems soon became worse.  After two 

months nearly every primary school teacher in the small town had heard of the problems. And so no 

school director accepted Justin as a pupil. A referral to the special school was the only way to avoid 

home schooling.   



Appendix: vignette 2 

 

Name: Max 

Age: 14;7  

 

School career:  referral to special school after special education kindergarten 

   grade 1 - 8 special school for pupils with physical disabilities  

 

 

Home situation / situation 

 

Max lives with his parents and a eight-year-old sister in a pretty privately owned home in a suburb 

of a town with about 200 000 inhabitants.  A twenty-year-old sister moved to a flat of her own a 

year ago. His father is a technical assistant in a small factory. His mother works as a care nurse for 

elderly people (20 hours per week).  At home Max needs constant attendance. His parents applied 

for personal assistance in the afternoon or during holidays. But they have not been successful.  

 

 

Support 

 

There is no additional support after school.  

 

 

School situation 

 

The school begins at 8.00 h and it ends at 15.30 h. There are 11 students in his form. They are 

taught by three teachers (one full time teacher, two teachers with half-time contracts). A “Zivi” 

(young person doing alternative work to military service) and a female trainee give additional 

assistance for 10 hours a week 

 

Max´s impairment has been diagnosed as a left side hemi-paresis. In the morning he has to take 

epilepsy medication to suppress seizures. He wears ortheses for his feet and needs glasses.  He 

wears a surgical corset. A one-hand wheel chair gives him mobility. And he is a smart wheelchair 

driver. Because of his high risk usage of his wheel chair he should wear a helmet in school. He uses 

a type of stationary support frame  for part of the day. At school his motor development is trained 



by using a walker device.  His problems are seen as a severe disability with mental retardation (IQ < 

60) and with severe behaviour problems (auto aggressive behaviour, shouting).  

 

Learning process 

 

Max speaks in short sentences. He counts to three, but does not understand sets of numbers. He 

can´t read, but he is able to understand pictograms. There are modest improvements in motor 

abilities.  

In two years he will begin attending a sheltered workshop. There are only very limited prospects for 

independent living. Cognitive development is not stable.  Progress noted in school seems to have 

vanished after the school holidays. 

 
 

 

Social development 

 

Max knows the names of students and of his teachers and he is happy to meet them in school. His 

verbal interaction competences are low. Max has no friends, but it seems that he does not miss 

social contact. 

 

 

Reason for referral to a special school 

 

Max started his school career in his special school, because his parents wanted this. There is no full 

time inclusive school in his town. And it would be complicated for the parents to bring their 

children to therapy sessions in the afternoon. So Max´s parents are very content with the local 

special school.  

 

 

 


